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CHAPTER I


INTRODUCTION

      The name of Erasmus, as his friend John Colet truly said, will never perish. So long as there is a scholarly tradition the humanist of Rotterdam will have an honored place among its progenitors. But he was also more than a scholar. Few intellectuals have perceived so finely as Erasmus, in The Praise of Folly
, the fundamental irony of their situation vis-à-vis the emotions of the multitude. Perhaps no man of his cool intellectual temperament has ever touched, as he did, the religious yearnings of an age. Particularly as a religious thinker his reputation through the centuries has been as varied as the passage of time itself. At one time Catholics and orthodox Protestants condemned Erasmus for the same apparent indifference to dogma which men of the Enlightement rejoiced to find in him. As recently as a generation ago it was still widely thought that Erasmus had a secret and skeptical faith which belied his stated convictions. Now, however, there is general agreement that his campaign against superstition was inspired by a genuine religious piety. He is claimed equally by contemporary free church Protestants and by Catholics of the age of aggiornamento.
 Because his thinking was so rich in subtlety, Erasmus will perhaps never be fully understood. For the same reason the effort to understand him will never cease to be rewarding.

      Usually a man’s life history is studied chronologically while his thought is analyzed topically. With Erasmus this approach might seem particularly appropriate because of the consensus among scholars that he formed his basic outlook early and changed his opinions only gradually1
. Topical analysis relates a man’s thought to issues raised by other thinkers. One plots Erasmus’ position on a graph whose coordinates are defined by the debate between dialecticians and rhetoricians, or between the allegorical and literal schools of biblical exegesis. In such studies, some of which are of high quality, the time dimension is presumed to be of little importance2
. In some respects this procedure is unexceptionable. But Erasmus was shy of clear, systematic argumentation. He may allege some philosophical principle to justify a position, but in so doing he does not necessarily state his own reason for holding it. Often one must understand his position not from the vantage point of great and public issues in the history of thought, but by building up more idiosyncratic categories which are related to his own life experience and which, therefore, develop over the course of time3
.

      There have been fruitful studies of Erasmus’ intellectual development, but they have largely been confined to the period either of his formative years or of his confrontation with the Reformers4
. This study will attempt to fill the need for a full chronological account of Erasmus’ intellectual development throughout his life. The appropriate method of procedure of such an intellectual biography must be discovered in the process of working through a man’s thought, and cannot be known in advance. But readers have a right to be informed before-hand of what they may expect. Hence this introductory chapter will set forth the procedure to be followed, not according to the way in which is was discovered5
, but according to the way in which it makes sense logically.

      
        I

        One can speak of development only when thought displays movement in a particular direction, trends which are not planned in advance but which can be seen in retrospect. Sometimes, as with St. Augustine or Martin Luther, the direction of a man’s thought is clearly marked by some radical change which he himself perceives as crucial. Since Erasmus experienced no dramatic intellectual breakthrough, and since he was seldom conscious of his own more gradual development, any determination of the basic direction in his thinking must be to some extent arbitrary. But no one will deny that he was preoccupied, from at least the age of 30, with the same complex of questions : the reform of education by a return to the classics, the reform of piety by a return to the original meaning of scripture, and the moral amelioration of society by means of these reforms in piety and education.

        One could analyze Erasmus’ conception of reform by separating out his ideas on piety, education and Christian society. But Erasmus did not think in such separate compartments. His whole life was committed to a synthesis of the best of classical learning with a reformed Christian piety. At a given point in time, his moral ideal of human nature will correspond exactly to his understanding of the human nature of Christ ; his conception of “ceremonies” that constrict human freedom will apply equally to church and classroom ; and his concept of a speech which is able to move men’s hearts will be the same for pulpit oratory and secular composition. Humanitas
 refers to Erasmus’ special esteem for the gentle qualities of human nature, libertas
 to his critique of ceremonies, and simplicitas
 to his growing belief that sincere and direct speech is the most efficacious. These categories are chosen as the main lines of Erasmus’ development as a reformer because each bears witness to the structural unity of his thought. Each is, as it were, a form (in the Aristotelian sense) of thought which finds embodiment in various subject matters. In this sense each will be referred to as a pattern of thought.

        *

        Many have noted the fundamental importance of Erasmus’ idea of peace. In the monastery he longed for a tranquil leisure in which to pursue his studies, and also for that peace of conscience which was a foretaste of eternal life. Becoming disaffected with monastic life, he sought to form a circle of literary disciples who would find solace in friendship and common studies. Rudolf Pfeiffer has laid the basis for an analysis of Erasmus’ idea of peace by pointing to its connection with the classical notion of humanitas

6
. Horace and especially Cicero taught that men were specifically human by virtue of the qualities which brought them together in society, such as mildness (lenitas)
 and the need for fellowship (necessitudo).
 These were the qualities Erasmus and his friends sought to cultivate by encouraging one another in their study of the classics (Chapter III).

        When Erasmus came to write more formal works on classical education, his basic premise was that humanitas
 is a natural endowment which can be strengthened by cultivation. To draw out these gentle qualities would restrict the scope of man’s savage and brutal instincts. Education was thus the key to civilization. Erasmus tended to divide prospective pupils into sheep or goats according as they were endowed with docility and gentleness (mansuetudo)
 or a vehement and passionate nature. The latter could be educated only with difficulty, if at all. The former possessed a natural basis for the character or moral disposition that bonae literae
 were intended to foster. They would respond best not to punishment  — for of the rod they had no need — but to kindness, praise and exhortation. This was basically Quintilian’s idea of education, except that where ancient philosophers spoke of seeds of goodness implanted in human nature, Erasmus spoke of seeds of peace. True virtue was to live in harmony with one’s fellow men (Chapter IV).

        As he shifted the major focus of his interest from the classics to theology, Erasmus interpreted scripture from the standpoint of humanitas.
 Christ himself, the perfect man, was a model of humanitas
 ; he exemplified patience and mildness and gentleness, but not “spiritedness” (animositas)
. At one time Erasmus denied that Christ had ever shown anger ; later he admitted anger in Christ but declared it to be a vestige of imperfection. Jesus taught love and fellowship, not contention. In similar fashion he argued that the presence of God is felt not in storms or tempests but in the inner stillness of a pious heart. He perhaps thought God was better represented in some pagan fables  — false as they were — than in Old Testament stories of an angry and thundering Yahweh (Chapter V).

        The Anglo-French war of 1512-1514 seems to have prompted Erasmus to articulate more boldly his thoughts on the moral failings of Christendom. In a world riven by archaic feuds and by modern international war, nothing seemed more needful than peace. In this situation humanitas
 became the positive norm against which the imperfection of Christian society could be measured. Erasmus was one of the first to question St. Augustine’s long accepted teaching that Christians could under certain circumstances justly go to war. To his mind war ran counter not merely to the teachings of Christ, but also to the most profound instincts of human nature. Thus he asserted that if the gospel were preached in all its integrity, the Christian people would be spared many wars (Chapter VII).

        *

        If humanitas
 portrayed the goal of a Christian society, the critique of “ceremonies” included in the idea of libertas
 explained why Latin Christendom had so completely failed to achieve it. Just as Erasmus believed that the right kind of education would foster humanitas
, he also believed that the wrong kind of intellectual and religious formation  — one which featured a multitude of rules strictly enforced — would produce men of a harsh and violent temper.

        The schoolboy of Erasmus’ day learned Latin style by memorizing his teacher’s precepts. Dialectic predominated over the arts of grammar and rhetoric. Classroom exercise took the form of rote repetition or, in the upper classes, debate which put a premium on argumentation, regardless of whether or not the proposition being defended made sense. The rules of study as well as of conduct were enforced by a liberal use of physical punishment. If later memories can be trusted, the schoolboy Erasmus was a bright youngster who felt stifled by his textbooks and his teachers (Chapter II).

        In developing his own proposals for education, Erasmus detailed his grievances against the prevailing system. Boys emerged from it, he argued, with a rigid and literal-minded conception of the truth, eager to pick a quarrel over the smallest point. Instead of the joy of discovery they learned the joy of triumph over an adversary. On the basis of what might be called an educational determinism, Erasmus always regarded the products of such an education as characteristically “morose” and incapable of appreciating the finer sentiments of humanitas
 (Chapter IV).

        In the Enchiridion
 Erasmus proposed that monastic piety suffered from a similar constriction. The rule commanded punctual observance of a detailed daily regimen. Once taken, final vows bound a monk to his rule for life. The system, as Erasmus viewed it, tended to make men scrupulous about the proper observance of choir and other obligations down to the least detail. The novice’s natural disposition to piety was thus transformed into anxiety and trepidation. Although men devoted to Christ should be joyful, Erasmus claimed never to have found a monastery whose monks were not sad. Worse still, monastic piety was upheld by the church as a standard for all Christians. Laymen sought to imitate it and they too suffered its consequences. Thus monastic “ceremonies” had become the plague of all Christendom (Chapter V).

        In place of discipline Erasmus proposed a greater reliance on spontaneity. Quintilian taught that the best pupils would be anxious to learn of their own accord, and need only be given rein. Was it not Paul who taught that Christian libertas
 eagerly runs, not walks, in the ways of the Lord ? Teachers should lay aside their canes and preachers their threats of hell fire. At this point libertas
 leads back to humanitas.
 Erasmus wanted men to be freed from constraint partly because he trusted that in an atmosphere of freedom the gentle rather than the brutal qualities of human nature would prevail (Chapters IV and V).

        About 1515 Erasmus began to call for specific changes in church laws to relieve the burden of ceremonies. Christians would never be free to receive the gospel so long as they were entoiled in a “tyranny” of external observances binding under pain of sin. But the clergy sought rather to add to the burden. Preachers falsely erected their opinions into dogmas just as schoolmasters insisted on their arbitrary rules. The evil extended even to politics. Princes were nurtured on a pagan sense of honor by “that Pharisaical type of men” who had long imposed upon the world “with other ceremonies too”. Wars were often caused because rulers insisted on fine points of honor, just as monks held fiercely to the fine points of the rule. In every case men were entrapped in particulars which had falsely been made sacred. Hans Treinen has observed that Erasmus developed a comprehensive critique of late medieval culture in terms of what he perceived as a compulsion to fulfill7
 (Chapter VII).

        Despite Erasmus’ New Testament the friars defended their “tyranny” all the more tenaciously. Moreover, the current Crusade project portended a still worse tyranny for Christians. Hence Erasmus first evaluated Luther from the standpoint of libertas.
 He still hoped, as late as 1523, that Catholics and Lutherans could be reconciled if only the Pope would make concessions on ceremonies : “At the sweet name of liberty all things will revive.” His plan for ending the schism was thus identical with his program for the reform of the church (Chapter VIII).

        *

        As a schoolboy Erasmus learned to relish the elegant simplicity of classical Latin (Chapter II). In the Enchiridion
 he employed a Neoplatonic distinction between the unity of spirit and the confused multiplicity of matter. But he found as yet no conflict between the simplicity of the New Testament and the rhetorical artifice beloved of humanists (Chapter V). Only after a stay in Italy, where scholars found his own Latin not sufficiently classical, did he begin to take seriously the idea, propounded by his English friend John Colet, that Christian preaching and writing must be above all sincere and without artifice (Chapter VI).

        Much of his faith in the efficacy of the New Testament seems based on the notion of simplicitas.
 Speech, he now argued, is more efficacious in proportion as it is more simple. Since God is absolute simplicitas
, his unadorned Word in scripture, once grasped in itself and not through the pages of benighted commentators, will be more powerful than all the books of the wisest philosophers. Erasmus was here a man of his age. No conquistador yearned for gold more eagerly than men like Erasmus longed to break through the intervening centuries and come face to face with the pure springs (fontes)
 of truth. If the critique of medieval culture contained in the idea of libertas
 showed how Christendom had aged, simplicitas
 pointed to a fountain of youth (Chapter VII).

        In subsequent years Erasmus’ own style grew more simple and unadorned. Eventually, in Ciceronianus
, he urged young readers not to be so “fastidious” about the language of medieval theology as he himself had been. Simplicitas
 is thus an indication of Erasmus’ willingness to revise humanist attitudes in keeping with his understanding of the New Testament.

        *

        Johan Huzinga has written that it is “the precarious privilege of the scholar in the humanities that, in the case of each form, each pattern he believes he perceives, he must decide for himself  — without the support of an experiment or a calculation — whether or not he is chasing a shadow8
”. The major thesis of this study will be that the basic...
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